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A calm warmth in his office welcomed the slightest cool draft from Dr Neil Thin’s window, ajar, 

before which a miniature jungle of plants was complimented by the early afternoon sun. 

Sitting opposite Neil, a wall full of books to my right and a fifth floor view of the Edinburgh rooftops 

to my left, I felt a glow of presence that was to herald a most valuable piece of wisdom. 

 

 

“I keep coming back to this concept of the ‘Happiness Lens’.  

My mission in life isn’t necessarily to dig out radically new empirical knowledge on happiness. In my 

happiness courses, I think of myself not so much as a didactic dropper of knowledge bombs about 

happiness – everyone’s route to happiness is going to be different.  

People probably know pretty well what makes them feel happy and what makes their friends feel 

happy, but they don’t necessarily talk and think about that as much as they might do. So I think of 

myself as someone who facilitates conversations about happiness, which, who knows, might lead to 

better actions. A lot of it is about personal choices that perhaps we need to nudge one another 

towards.”              

- Dr. Neil Thin 

 

 

What got you interested in researching happiness to begin with? 

There were two quite different routes that got me there – The first was very much subconscious and 

in the back of my head, lingering for a long, long time.  

I volunteered for several years in India as an anthropology graduate, for my PhD research, and lived 

with people who were objectively ultra poor, with high rates of infant mortality and tuberculosis... 

But they all seemed pretty cheery to me; and so, for many years after that, a thought running 

around inside my head was "how come people living in objective poverty can appear to be quite 

happy? Do they have a different route to happiness, or is there stuff about happiness that we should 

learn from them? 

However, I didn’t want to overly romanticise - The second route was through my professional work 

in social planning for poverty reduction, in numerous countries. When people at a national and 

global level were asking for my advice; “where should we be going with this thing called 

development?” I would suggest that we needed to think further than just removing poverty.  



You do need to ask the question ‘what is economic growth actually for?’ at individual and collective 

levels. Ultimately, you don’t just want more goods and money; personally, you want to live better, 

and collectively, you want your societies to be flourishing and really wonderful to live in – full of 

opportunities and support towards creativity, for example. You want people to be pursuing 

excellence, but also having fun! 

 

 

How do you go about researching happiness and solutions towards it? 

Recently, I collaborated with people from Architecture departments at the University of Edinburgh 

on mobility and how moving around built environments influences our wellbeing. 

We were looking at correlations between certain kinds of environments and wellbeing, and we 

looked at what appreciating a park in an active way does for the emotions – we monitored people’s 

brainwaves as they walked in different environments to look at how the brain responds. 

A lot of my time is also spent talking with philosophers about ‘the good life’ and why people seem to 

think that they know where happiness lies, but don’t actually pursue it... I think having conversations 

about happiness is intrinsically good, it’s a good thing to do. 

 

 

A lot of what people can do to be happier is common knowledge; exercise, for example. However, 

a lot of people ‘know’ but don’t ‘do’ – why do you think that is? 

Well, part of it is that people are their own worst enemies, I think most of us have some kind of self-

destructive urges.  

I think it’s also at a social level; if you look above the personal psychological level, it’s how our 

societies are organised. So, if our cities were organised so that all environments were easily walkable 

and it was just normal for everybody to walk to work, people would, and they’d get plenty of 

exercise. But once you get a critical mass who thinks it’s normal to drive, it makes it harder for the 

walkers and cyclists. We could have the city entirely pedestrianised if we wanted, and keep traffic to 

an absolute bare minimum. 

 

 

What stands out to you as a particularly valuable answer for happiness? 

One very important area of debate is whether Western culture has overly psychologised the self and 

treated it as an individual unit. In cultural contexts where people think and talk in terms of an 

interdependent self or communal wellbeing, what I call social wellbeing; the question is not so much 

‘are you happy and can you make yourself happier?’, but rather, ‘is your social world a happier one 

and can you, together with other people, collaborate to produce more social happiness?’. 

In other words the ‘location’ of happiness is correctly placed not just within the individual mind, but 

in the venue or space in which it happens – it happens between people. 



Regarding my field research with forest people in South India, who lived in objectively miserable 

conditions with lots of ill health, low economic means and low education; one thing they did really, 

really well was get together and have festivities where people had the opportunity to rethink their 

problems in constructive ways.  

Often, this was very much like a collective psychotherapy clinic. People were talking about difficulties 

and problems, but often in very funny and kind of cathartic, entertaining ways. Above all, life is there 

to have fun – their festivity was pure fun; it was a great form of entertainment, it cost nothing, and it 

gave people a chance to use extraordinary linguistic skill. 

 

 

What is it that makes you happy? 

What keeps me happy is not so much the pursuit of happiness, it’s the pursuit of interest. 

What makes me want to rush out of bed in the morning would be if i’ve got something that I know I 

want to learn more about – even if i’ve got a lecture that i have to give and prepare, it can be a bit 

worrying, but it’s also exciting. The pleasure is in the pursuit of something interesting. 

 

 

What is the most valuable lesson you have learned during the course of the past five years? 

On the subject of appreciation, i’m always telling people: “if you want insights on happiness, 

appreciation is key - you can appreciate anything, and you get double or treble the value from 

something by appreciating it.”  

Appreciating the small things in life is something that perhaps people get better at as they get older. 

Something that i’ve done much better in the past couple of years is appreciating flowers, and 

through them, I appreciate the seasons more.  

Even to appreciate particularly the tiniest, little, most insignificant flowers and look at them closely – 

you see stuff that wasn’t there when you just walked past them. Cultivate appreciation in the really 

simple things in life, and when you do notice stuff like that, the rhythm of the seasons becomes a 

different kind of anticipatory pleasure. There’s all kinds of things that shock me that people don’t 

notice, some people don’t notice the moon sometimes.  
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